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Abstract 
The upheaval created by a merger can precipitate voluntary employee turnover, causing merging 
organizations to lose valuable knowledge-based resources and competencies precisely when they 
are needed most to achieve the merger’s integration goals. While prior research has shown that 
employees' connections to coworkers reduces their likelihood of leaving, we know little about 
how personal social networks should change to increase the likelihood of staying through the 
disruptive post-merger integration period. In a pre-post study of social network change, we 
investigate over fifteen million email communications between employees within two large 
merging consumer goods firms over two years. We use insights from network activation theory 
to posit and find that employees with high formal power (rank) and high informal status 
(indegree centrality) react to the merger's general uncertainty and threat by developing new 
social connections in a manner indicative of a network widening response: reaching out and 
connecting with those in the counterpart legacy organization. We also investigate whether 
increased personally-felt threat in the form of merger-related job insecurity strengthens these 
relationships, finding it does in the case of high formal power. We also find that employees 
increasing their cross-legacy social connections is key in reducing those employees' turnover 
after a merger. Our study suggests that network activation theory can be extended to explain 
network changes and not simply network cognition. 
Keywords: mergers and acquisitions, power and status, social network change, voluntary 
turnover, network activation theory  
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How Employees’ Network Change During a Corporate Merger Influences Staying 
Mergers and acquisitions (M&As) remain popular strategic decisions intended to create 
organizational synergies and improve performance (Cartwright, 2012). However, most M&As 
fail to produce their desired benefits (Cartwright & Cooper, 1995; Grotenhuis, 2009). Scholars 
increasingly attribute these failures to employees’ responses to upheaval during the post-merger 
integration period (Ghauri & Buckley, 2003). Whereas employees from each pre-merger legacy 
organization should be coordinating and collaborating with each other to mold a new, merged 
firm (cf. Graebner et al., 2017), instead they often respond by voluntarily turning over (Holtom 
et al., 2005). Voluntary turnover has a negative effect on firm performance (Hatch & Dyer, 2004; 
Park & Shaw, 2013) and is especially disruptive to organizations undergoing an M&A because 
they lose valuable knowledge-based resources and competencies precisely when they are most 
needed in order to achieve the merger’s goals (Ranft & Lord, 2000). Thus, identifying why 
employees leave or stay during periods of dramatic organizational change – such as during post-
merger integration – is a vital, yet understudied undertaking. 
Prior research suggests that employees' social ties with their coworkers are important in 
helping employees deal with the uncertainty and threat often experienced during organizational 
shocks such as M&As (Holtom et al., 2005), and can potentially explain why some stay while 
others leave (Mitchell et al., 2001). Mergers also affect some employees differently than others; 
some perceive the merger as more personally threatening to their job security than others, which 
can further contribute to the employee’s likelihood of leaving the merging organization (Sung et 
al., 2017). Forging new social ties during a merger integration enables employees to gather 
newly-relevant information, alleviate uncertainty induced by the merger, and achieve success in 
roles that might have been altered by the merger (Allatta & Singh, 2011; Briscoe & Tsai, 2011). 
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Our study’s main contribution will be to use and build upon network activation theory (Smith et 
al., 2012) to show that how employees change, or fail to change, their personal network of social 
ties in response to the merger ultimately affects their subsequent voluntary turnover. 
Existing research does not yet provide solid evidence regarding how employees should 
change their networks during a merger. Network activation theory suggests that individuals 
respond to uncertainty and threat by “widening” or “winnowing” their networks and that this 
response is determined, in part, by the individual’s power and status (O’Connor & Gladstone, 
2015; Smith et al., 2012, 2020); those experiencing more power and status widen their network 
focus, while those with less narrow their focus. A critical network widening response in an M&A 
context involves employees reaching out to new coworkers in the counterpart legacy 
organization (i.e., increasing cross-legacy connections; Allatta & Singh, 2011; Briscoe & Tsai, 
2011). We argue that employees with more formal power or higher informal status are more 
likely to widen their networks by developing connections with their new coworkers in the 
counterpart legacy organization, that doing so increases their access to the information and 
resources needed to deal with the tumult of the post-merger integration period, and, therefore, 
makes them more likely to remain with the organization throughout the merger.1 We also 
recognize that some employees will experience more threat than others because the merger can 
generate personal, role-oriented threat in the form of job insecurity -- the fear of losing one’s job. 
Previous network activation research has shown that high status individuals respond to job 
insecurity’s threat by widening their networks cognitively (Smith et al., 2012), and we argue that 
this moderated relationship will also manifest behaviorally in powerful but personally-threatened 
individuals becoming motivated to widen their networks by reaching across legacy boundaries. 
                                               
1 We also empirically examine two other types of network widening behaviors that are not merger-specific 
(increasing network size and structural holes spanned); due to space constraints, we only report these results briefly.  
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We use a pre-post multisource research design that includes analyzing a non-obtrusive 
dataset of over fifteen million email communications exchanged within two merging consumer 
product manufacturing organizations over multiple years. Thus, we investigate the process by 
which employees engage in network change in a way that has rarely been attempted, given that 
most research examining networks and their effects on turnover has been conducted in cross-
sectional studies (Porter et al., 2018). We build upon network activation theory, which has thus 
far focused exclusively on cognitive processes involving individuals recalling their existing 
network connections; we extend the theorizing to examine how power, status, and threat affect 
actual network widening behaviors that are relevant to the merger context -- increased cross-
legacy connections -- and that result in decreased employee turnover. 
Background & Hypotheses 
Formal Power and Network Widening 
According to network activation theorizing, individuals who experience more power are 
most likely to react to uncertainty and threat by engaging in a network widening strategy (Smith 
et al., 2012). Thus far, the theory has restricted itself to considering which individuals 
cognitively recall wider portions of their existing personal network, while suggesting (but not 
validating empirically) that this is the first step in the process of mobilizing existing social 
network ties. We build upon this theory by accepting the underlying cognitive mechanism and 
examining whether powerful individuals are employing a widening network strategy 
behaviorally. We posit that powerful employees are more likely to react to merger-related 
uncertainty by increasing their cross-legacy connections. As power reflects one’s control over 
valued resources, we operationalize power in this study through formal rank. Network activation 
theory suggests that when facing uncertainty (such as the uncertainty inherent in a merger), 
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powerful employees are more likely to be optimistic (Anderson & Galinsky, 2006), confident 
(Briñol et al., 2007), socially uninhibited and active (Keltner et al., 2003), communicative 
(Noelle-Neumann, 1991; Shamir, 1997), and confident in approaching others to offer and seek 
help (Gruenfeld et al., 2008; Keltner et al.; Landis et al., 2018). Therefore, they are more likely 
to exert agency (Galinsky et al., 2003) by reaching out to new coworkers from the counterpart 
organization during post-merger integration. 
Extending network activation theory, we also expect that high-ranking employees are 
more likely to feel role-related demands to forge cross-legacy connections. Their jobs tend to be 
more complex, requiring information from throughout the merging organization in order to cope 
with new integration-related challenges and changes, which should pressure them to widen their 
networks to gain the instrumental and expressive resources necessary to be successful in leading 
their changing organization (Ertug et al., 2018). Moreover, high-ranking employees play a 
critical role in easing employee uncertainty during a merger (Teerikangas, 2012), which requires 
them to develop new connections in their counterpart legacy organization to gather and share 
information and guidance regarding organizational changes. 
Finally, given the vital importance of employees coordinating across legacy organizations 
in order to achieve the merger’s objectives, high-ranking employees are likely to feel pressure to 
model this behavior by connecting across the organizational divide. Other employees are also 
more likely to monitor high-ranking employees’ behavior (Keltner et al., 2003), increasing the 
pressure on them to meet their role expectations during the post-merger period. The role 
expectation might be explicit – as in the case of leaders of certain functional areas who are 
directed by top management to work together to resolve technical and workforce integration 
issues – or implicit – as in the case of organizational leaders who are strongly encouraged to 
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model appropriate behavior that will facilitate a successful integration and to show their support 
for the merger. In either case, high-ranking employees are likely to face greater role-related 
demands and, thus, more pressure than lower-ranking employees to increase their cross-legacy 
connections, in addition to having more confidence and autonomy to do so. 
Hypothesis 1: Employees’ power (formal rank) will be positively related to widening their 
personal networks by increasing their cross-legacy connections during a merger. 
Informal Status and Network Widening  
Network activation theory also argues that high status can lead to a network widening 
strategy. Unlike formal power, which is organizationally awarded, informal status reflects the 
respect one is accorded by others and is “socially awarded” (Raz et al., 2020: 5); as such, we 
indicate status with indegree centrality (i.e., the number of coworkers seeking to connect with an 
employee), which captures an employee’s prominence and prestige in others’ eyes (Anderson et 
al., 2001; Knoke & Burt, 1983). Like employees high in formal power, network activation theory 
suggests that those high in informal status are likely to react to a threat such as a merger with 
greater confidence and optimism than lower-status employees (Smith et al., 2012). High status is 
associated with higher self-esteem (Barkow, 1975) and greater influence over others within their 
organizations (Brass, 1984; Sparrowe & Liden, 2005). Other employees expect high status 
employees to take action (Tiedens et al., 2000) and dominate discussions (Bales et al., 1951; 
Berger et al., 1972). Thus, during the uncertainty of a merger, high status employees are less 
likely to feel constrained in their ability to connect, coordinate, and communicate with their new 
coworkers (Keltner et al., 2003; Venkataramani & Tangirala, 2010), leading them to exhibit 
greater agency than lower-status employees (Anderson et al., 2008) and to feel emboldened to 
engage in behaviors that improve processes and contribute to organizational success (Janssen & 
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Gao, 2015; van Dijke et al., 2012). For example, in a study of a major organizational change, 
Vardaman and colleagues (2012) found that high status (i.e., high indegree centrality) was 
associated with greater confidence in one’s ability to handle the change and, due to this 
confidence, to interpret the change as controllable. As such, we expect that high status 
employees will be more likely to increase their own cross-legacy connections. 
We extend network activation theory by positing that some of the underlying mechanisms 
prompting network widening should be different for employees with high informal status rather 
than greater formal power. Unlike employees with more formal power, those high in informal 
status do not experience formal, role-related demands to increase their cross-legacy connections. 
However, high status employees often view the scope of their jobs more broadly than those of 
lower status (Brass, 1981), which manifests in more helping within networks, providing an 
impetus to reach out to members of the counterpart organization in order to assist with the 
integration. High status employees feel not only more capable of, but also a sense of 
responsibility for, helping others both personally and with regard to their tasks (Farh et al., 1990; 
Settoon & Mossholder, 2002). They are viewed as being helpful above and beyond what their 
job requires (Bowler et al., 2009; Sparrowe et al., 2001). Their informal status likely also 
generates a sense of normative pressure to act in this informal ambassador role between legacy 
organizations. Prominent (i.e., central) employees are more visible in the organizational network 
and are subject to greater monitoring by others (Brass et al, 1998); if they don’t reach out to their 
counterparts, they risk greater reputational damage for not conforming to expectations compared 
to less prominent employees (Magee & Galinsky, 2008). Thus, we expect employees high in 
informal status will be more likely to increase their cross-legacy connections during a merger. 
Hypothesis 2: Employees’ informal status (indegree centrality) will be positively related to 
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widening their personal networks by increasing their cross-legacy connections during a merger. 
The Moderating Role of Personal Threat 
Drawing on network activation theory, we have argued that employees who experience 
more power and status are most likely to react to the generalized threat and uncertainty of a 
merger by engaging in a widening network strategy. Yet prior research suggests that employees’ 
perceptions about how a merger impacts them personally affects their response dramatically in a 
merger context (Sung et al., 2017). Even high power and high status employees may vary in their 
perceptions of how the merger threatens them personally. Prior network activation theory work 
suggests that personal job threat in the form of job insecurity can affect whether a network 
widening strategy is triggered in high status individuals (Smith et al., 2012). We argue that, to 
the extent that high power and high status employees perceive that the M&A impacts them 
personally by threatening their job security, they will be more likely to counter this personal 
threat by forging new cross-legacy ties in order to garner the benefits of reduced uncertainty and 
better adaptation to their changing roles in the newly formed organization. Since employees with 
more power hold jobs that demand they reach across the legacy organizational aisle to garner the 
information necessary to do their jobs, ease employee uncertainty, and model appropriate 
behavior in support of the merger, when they experience job-threat, they will experience 
additional pressure to establish cross-legacy connections for fear of not meeting these role-
related expectations. Moreover, employees high in informal status feel a sense of normative 
pressure to act as an informal ambassador between legacy organizations and, when they fear 
losing their jobs, they should experience greater pressure to reach out to their counterparts given 
concerns that they risk greater reputational damage for not conforming to these expectations. 
Hypothesis 3: Personal threat (job insecurity) will amplify the positive relationship between 
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employees’ (a) power (formal rank) and (b) informal status (indegree centrality) and their 
personal network widening (increasing their cross-legacy connections) during a merger. 
We posit that network widening during the merger will result in the employee being less 
likely to turn over voluntarily. Merger-specific information and resources gleaned from 
connections in the counterpart legacy organization enhance employees’ ability to adjust to, 
shape, and become more comfortable with the changing organizational environment (Burkhardt 
& Brass, 1990), allowing them to acclimate to their newly-merged organization with greater ease 
(Feeley et al., 2010; Oreg et al., 2011; van Dick et al., 2006) and increase their perceived fit and 
identification with the organization (Cable & Parsons, 2001; Morrison, 2002; Porter et al., 2016). 
Employees with networks that provide greater and broader-ranging knowledge regarding their 
changing organization, and their role within it, will be more capable of envisioning and 
potentially even crafting a new role, thereby attaining greater fit between their skills and the 
requirements of their role (van Dick et al.) and increasing their likelihood of staying (Mitchell et 
al., 2001; Mitchell & Lee, 2001). Figure 1 illustrates our overall research model. 
Hypothesis 4: Employees who widen their personal networks by increasing their cross-legacy 
connections during a merger will be less likely to turnover voluntarily. 
--------------------------------- 
Insert Figure 1 about here 
--------------------------------- 
Methods 
We studied an organizational merger between two similarly-sized U.S.-based consumer 
goods manufacturing firms: Luxury and Standard (pseudonyms). The merged organization 
(“Luxury Standard”) expected to benefit from synergies derived from the merger and anticipated 
becoming an increasingly successful and growing organization. Thus, despite the employees’ 
concerns about massive layoffs following the merger, the newly-created company publicly and 
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privately communicated their express desire to retain as many employees as possible to maintain 
valuable resources and knowledge. Outside of a minor pruning of redundancy immediately after 
the merger (before T1), the firm largely followed through on its pledge to retain employees. 
The data consist of three components: psychometric data from employee surveys, 
network data constructed from the company’s email exchange records, and archival data from 
the company’s HR department. The first survey was administered when the post-merger 
integration processes began (T1), which was three months after the merger was formally ratified; 
the second survey was one year later (T2). Both surveys solicited employees’ perceptions and 
merger reactions. We utilized a corpus of 15,185,614 emails (6,726,242 in T1 and 8,459,372 in 
T2) from Luxury Standard to construct employees’ workplace networks. Emails are a valid, 
unobtrusive, and reliable means of capturing communication networks during large-scale 
organizational change (Quintane & Kleinbaum, 2011). We defined a tie between two employees 
as four or more email exchanges in both one-month periods (for more details, see Online 
Supplement 1). We used UCINET VI (Borgatti et al., 2002) to calculate network properties at T1 
and T2. Archival HR data include employees’ demographics, performance evaluations, and 
voluntary turnover records. Some of the psychometric and HR data have been used for another 
study (Anonymous, 201x), but the social network data have never been used in a published 
study. Our sample comprises full-time professional-level employees in the headquarters, excluding 
salespeople and plant employees who were not immediately integrated, hence, affected, by the merger. A 
total of 790 employees were invited to take surveys in both years, among which 599 participated (76% 
response rate; for more details, see Online Supplement 1). 
Measures 
Dependent Variable. 
Voluntary Turnover. We created a binary dependent variable: 1 = employees who left 
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voluntarily; 0 = all other employees (i.e., those who either stayed or were terminated). 
Mediating Variable. 
Network Widening (T1 and T2). Network widening by adding cross-legacy connections 
was measured using the reverse of Yule’s Q, a measure of employees’ personal network 
homogeneity. Given that cross-legacy contact prior to the merger was legally limited, average 
scores at T1 were near -1, which indicates perfect homophily based on legacy organization; 
scores were higher at T2 to the extent that employees’ interactions across legacy boundaries 
increased (a score of +1 would reflect perfect heterophily based on legacy). Since our theory 
posits that employees actively change their networks in response to their initial power and 
informal status in the merging company, we used outgoing ties (i.e., emails sent by each focal 
employee) to calculate cross-legacy connections (for more details, see Online Supplement 2). 
Independent Variables. 
Formal Power (T1). Power was rank, using the company’s salary band categories.2 
Informal Status (T1). Status was indegree centrality in the email networks, which 
measures how many coworkers seek to communicate with the focal employee and is a measure 
of network prominence and prestige (Knoke & Burt, 1983; Wasserman & Faust, 1994). 
Moderating Variable. 
Personal Threat (T1). We adopted van Dick and colleagues’ (2006) 4-item Likert-type 
job insecurity scale to measure personal threat (1 = strongly disagree and 7 = strongly agree) (α = 
.81). Sample item: “I am afraid of losing my job in the near future.” 
                                               
2 The representative title and distribution of each of the eight categories is as follows: 1 (analyst, associate, 
or assistant; 33.39%), 2 (senior; 29.95%), 3 (manager; 14.46%), 4 (senior manager; 8.61%), 5 (director; 8.78%), 6 
(vice president; 2.93%), 7 (senior vice president; 1.2%), and 8 (CEO or executive vice president; 0.69%). 
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Control Variables.3 
Legacy Organization (T1). We controlled for the employee’s prior membership in either 
legacy organization (Luxury = 1; Standard = 0) because past research suggests that merger 
reactions from employees in the more dominant company (i.e., Luxury) might differ from those 
in the less dominant company (i.e., Standard) (Giessner et al., 2012). 
Pre-Merger Organizational Identification (T1). Employees’ identification with their 
legacy organization can impact their willingness to cooperate with those in their counterpart 
legacy organization (Dutton et al., 1994; Pratt 1998) and subsequently affect turnover decisions 
(Sung et al., 2017). Thus, we controlled for pre-merger organizational identification using a 4-
item Likert-type scale adapted from Mael and Tetrick (1992) (1 = strongly disagree and 7 = 
strongly agree) (α = .88). Sample item: “I view [Luxury Standard]’s successes as my successes.” 
Outdegree (T1). We controlled for each focal employee’s total number of coworkers 
emailed (i.e., outgoing ties). This effectively normalizes our cross-legacy heterogeneity measure, 
allowing us to compare across employees with varying network sizes. 
Analytical Approach 
To test our hypotheses, we analyzed mediation (indirect effects) as well as moderated 
mediation effects using the PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2012, 2015) in SPSS (IBM, 2016). All 
indirect effects reported were tested using 5,000 bias-corrected bootstrapped samples (Preacher 
& Hayes, 2008). To accommodate differences in scale for our variables and to help with 
interpreting model coefficients when predicting voluntary turnover, we standardized all 
continuous predictor variables prior to analysis (Gelman, 2008; Menard, 2011). In order to 
                                               
3 To present a parsimonious explanatory model, we selected controls that had strong theoretical reasons for 
inclusion (Carson & Wu, 2012). However, our results are robust to additional control variables, including affective 
commitment, job satisfaction, perceived merger appropriateness, and each business function’s integration order. We 
thank the reviewer who suggested Carson and Wu (2012) for guidance in choosing control variables.  
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effectively model network change, we predicted T2 cross-legacy connections while 
simultaneously controlling for T1 cross-legacy connections (Edwards, 2002). 
Results 
Table 1 shows unstandardized descriptive statistics and correlations. Table 2 shows the 
results of PROCESS models (Hayes, 2012) testing the direct effects of the independent variables 
(i.e., formal power and informal status at T1) on the dependent variable (i.e., voluntary turnover) 
and indirect effects through the mediator (i.e., network widening). 
-------------------------------------- 
Insert Tables 1 & 2 about here 
-------------------------------------- 
Hypotheses 1 and 2 predicted positive effects for formal power (rank) and informal status 
(indegree) on network widening (increases in cross-legacy connections). We found significant 
positive relationships between both formal power and informal status on cross-legacy 
connections at T2, controlling for T1 connections (β = .18, p < .01, β = .18, p < .001, 
respectively; see Model 1 of Table 2), supporting both H1 and H2. Table 2 also shows significant 
indirect effects of formal power and informal status on voluntary turnover through increased 
cross-legacy connections, supporting mediation (index = -.17, 95% CI = [-.76, -.05] for formal 
power; index = .17, 95% CI = [-.78, -.03] for informal status). 
-------------------------------------------------------- 
Insert Table 3 and Figures 2 & 3 about here 
-------------------------------------------------------- 
Hypothesis 3 predicted personal threat (job insecurity) would moderate the relationships 
between both formal power and informal status with network widening (H3a and H3b, 
respectively). The interaction between formal power and personal threat was significantly related 
to cross-legacy connections at T2, controlling for T1 connections (β = .05, p < .01; see Model 1 
of Table 3). As seen in Figure 2, the positive relationship between formal power (rank) and 
TURNOVER DURING A CORPORATE MERGER       14 
increased cross-legacy connections was stronger for employees who perceived higher personal 
threat (job insecurity) than those who perceived lower personal threat (job insecurity). 
Specifically, formal power had a positive relationship with cross-legacy connections at high 
levels of personal threat (β = .32, t = 5.43, p < .001), and a positive, but slightly weaker 
relationship with cross-legacy connections at low levels of personal threat (β = .12, t = 2.53, p < 
.01). Moreover, the index of moderated mediation was significant and negative (index = -.05, 
95% CI = [-.31, -.01]; Model 2 of Table 3). Hypothesis 3b, however, was not supported. 
Specifically, personal threat (job insecurity) did not significantly moderate the relationship 
between informal status (indegree) and increases in cross-legacy connections (β = .02, n.s.; see 
Model 1 of Table 3). 
Finally, Hypothesis 4 predicted that network widening (increases in cross-legacy 
connections) would be negatively related to voluntary turnover. Cross-legacy connections at T2, 
controlling for T1 connections, had a significantly negative impact on voluntary turnover (β = -
.94, p < .05; see Model 2 of Table 2), supporting Hypothesis 4.4 
Figure 3 summarizes the results of our first-stage moderated mediation model, which 
suggests that employees who widen their networks are less likely to voluntarily turn over in a 
post-merger environment. Employees with high formal power and informal status were more 
likely to increase their cross-legacy connections and, therefore, less likely to leave their merging 
organization. Finally, high formal power employees who perceive more personal threat were 
even more likely to increase their cross-legacy connections, whereas perceived personal threat 
                                               
4 Since network activation research has employed network size and structural holes as measures of a 
widening strategy (e.g., O’Connor & Gladstone, 2015; Shea et al., 2015; Smith et al., 2012), we replicated Tables 2 
and 3 using cross-legacy connections, network size (outdegree), and structural holes as simultaneous network 
change mediators. Our results are robust to the inclusion of these alternative widening measures. Informal status was 
positively related to network size at T2 (controlling for T1 connections), which, in turn, was negatively related to 
voluntary turnover. No other relationships were significant. Results are available from the authors upon request. 
TURNOVER DURING A CORPORATE MERGER       15 
did not affect the network widening behavior of employees high in informal status. 
Discussion 
We build upon and extend network activation theory, which posits that individuals with 
higher power and status respond to uncertainty and threat by cognitively activating (i.e., calling 
to mind) a wider portion of their existing network (O’Connor & Gladstone, 2015; Smith et al., 
2012, 2020). Researchers argue that (but have not tested) cognitively activating one’s pre-
existing network contacts is a precursor to mobilizing behavior, such as reaching out to network 
contacts (Smith et al., 2020). In a merger situation, however, an employee will have a more 
difficult time relying exclusively on activating existing contacts because there is an entirely new 
set of contacts from the other legacy organization to meet in order to effectively integrate the 
organizations. Indeed, our results show that the underlying logic of network activation theory can 
be extended fruitfully to understand how networks are developed and mobilized in this merger 
context. Individuals with high formal power and high informal status actually mobilize wider 
networks; they do this by developing new connections in a manner indicative of a widening 
cognitive activation response: reaching out to those in their counterpart legacy organization. 
Moreover, we found additive direct effects for both power and status in our model, which 
suggests that they independently affect the variance in employees’ network behaviors and should 
therefore both be considered when examining network activation and mobilization. 
We also found that high status employees were likely to increase their cross-legacy 
connections regardless of the personal job security threat they experienced, whereas high power 
employees were more likely to do so when they perceived their job to be insecure, suggesting 
that the role expectations activated by formal power may be more sensitive to perceiving job 
threat than the normative expectations activated by informal status. Specifically, higher-ranked 
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employees’ roles demand that they model appropriate behavior in support of the merger - thus, 
high-ranked employees experiencing job-threat might feel additional pressure to establish cross-
legacy connections for fear of not meeting these expectations. Conversely, employees high in 
informal status forge cross-legacy ties because of increased opportunity, desire to help, or 
normative expectations that do not bring with them the same potentially dire consequences. In 
conceptualizing threat as both the universally-felt threat of a merger and the specific, personal 
threat (job insecurity), we contribute to the scholarly understanding of the broad notion of 
“threat” within network activation theory (cf. Brands & Mehra, 2019; O’Connor & Gladstone, 
2015; Smith et al., 2012, 2020). Our finding that a universally-felt threat (but not a personally-
felt threat) prompted high status employees to engage in a widening network strategy highlights 
the importance of investigating various types of threat and delineating between power and status 
within network activation theory. Finally, network activation theory research has to date been 
agnostic regarding whether and when a widening or winnowing strategy might impact workplace 
outcomes. We theorize and find evidence that a network widening strategy is beneficial in an 
M&A context in that it reduces employees’ likelihood of turning over. 
Our work also contributes to the research on employee networks and turnover. Much of 
the prior research was conducted during periods of relative organizational stability, finding that 
closed, dense networks are most likely to reduce turnover (e.g., Feeley et al., 2010; McPherson et 
al., 1992; Vardaman et al., 2015). In contrast, we find that opening one’s network to new 
boundary-crossing ties reduces turnover during an organizational change (an M&A). Our 
findings might apply to many kinds of organizational change, such as restructuring or process 
improvements. For example, in an organization that is transitioning from a functional to a matrix 
structure, cross-boundary ties are likely to be a key factor enabling employees to adapt to and fit 
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into the new organizational structure. In this example, the boundary crossed is the functional area 
boundary rather than the legacy organization boundary as in our study, but the benefits gained by 
boundary crossing are likely to be similar. Thus, these findings suggest that beneficial network 
structures vary by context and that network mobilization strategies might need to do so as well 
(cf. Burt & Merluzzi, 2016). Our study, therefore, begins to answer calls to examine how 
network behaviors, and particularly network changes, are influenced by the organizational 
context (McEvily et al., 2014), but also suggests that more research is needed. 
Limitations, Future Research, and Practical Implications 
While our data span multiple years and encompass over 15 million interactions, we do 
not examine email network content, which could distinguish between instrumental (e.g., advice) 
and expressive (e.g., friendship) connections. Meta-analytic evidence suggests that instrumental 
and expressive ties have differential effects on the factors that influence turnover (Porter et al., 
2019). Thus, future research analyzing email networks to define different types of ties (e.g., 
through their content and strength) might help us to better understand the relationships we have 
explored. Additionally, we focus on the impact of employees’ individual-level network changes 
on their individual-level outcomes (turnover), without examining how these micro-level changes 
affect the macro-level network or organizational outcomes. Future research could examine the 
coevolution of micro- and macro-level network changes (Tasselli et al., 2015) within the context 
of major organizational change, exploring how, for example, individuals’ network strategies 
within the context of an organizational shock lead to changes in whole network structure and 
composition, thus enabling or constraining future individual networking opportunities. 
Our results also offer practical implications. For example, leaders in a merger context 
should facilitate the growth of cross-legacy ties among employees since they reduce employee 
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turnover and integrate the legacy organizations, both of which are crucial to merger success. In 
particular, our findings suggest that lower-ranking and less well-connected employees are less 
likely to reach out to their new coworkers, suggesting managers must focus on these employees 
when seeking to promote cross-legacy connections. Cross-legacy ties can be fostered in a variety 
of ways, including rearranging work locations, strategically staffing work groups, emphasizing 
the benefits of connecting with employees in the other legacy organization, reducing barriers to 
developing such connections, and providing a realistic job preview to employees whose jobs 
require cross-legacy collaboration. Organizational leaders can also model connecting across the 
legacy organizations to actively bring disconnected groups together (Grosser et al., 2019). 
Conclusion 
By analyzing multisource pre-post data collected during the merger of two large 
consumer goods manufacturers, this study revealed that employees’ formal power (particularly 
for high ranking employees who perceive their jobs are insecure) and informal status prompt 
employees to increase their cross-legacy connections, making them more likely to remain in their 
merging organization. Thus, this study not only reveals which employees change their networks 
in a way that reduces their likelihood of turning over in the face of an exogenous shock, it also 
provides practical guidance for managers: facilitating cross-legacy relationship-building not only 
integrates the merging organization, but also reduces voluntary turnover in a merger’s aftermath.  
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Figure 2. Interaction Plot for Hypothesis 4a. 
 
 
Note. The high and low values plotted above are the mean +/- 2 SD, respectively.  
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